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Meat
from the
dairy herd
By R. Bettenay, Senior Adviser,
Dairy Cattle Husbandry

Beef raising is a profitable sideline
for many West Australian dairy
farmers and gives their farming
operation flexibility and versatility.
With suitable management and
feeding the weight gains and consumer acceptance of dairy beef
allow it to compete strongly with
beef from other sources. The
breeds most common on W.A. dairy
farms are well suited to beef production.
In contrast to the situation in
many other countries, the dairy industry in Australia is not the main
beef producer. Australia and New
Zealand have separate beef industries based on traditional beef
breeds. In the United Kingdom, 72
per cent, of the home-produced
beef comes from the dairy herd as
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Unless Channel Island breeds are
mated to beef bulls, they do not
produce calves which can be
economically reared as beef.

pure or cross-bred calves or cull
dairy cows. Beef and veal production in the Netherlands is almost entirely from the dairy industry, and
in Denmark there are no traditional
beef herds — all home-produced
beef comes from the dairy herd.
Cattle numbers in W . A

Multiple suckling by mothering-up
is not a common calf rearing
practice in W.A.

The most recent figures on cattle
numbers in W.A. are shown in
Table 1. The importance of the
dairy herd as a source of meat depends on what happens to the calves
and to the culled cows. In the
dairying areas, 35 per cent, of the
total number of cows and heifers
older than 12 months are kept for
milk production (Table 1). For
the whole State, 15 per cent, of
cows and heifers older than 12
months are kept for milk production.
What happens to dairy calves

During 1969-70 all Australian
States, except Queensland, were
surveyed to find the types of calves
born on dairy farms and what happened to them. In W.A., the survey was done by Dairying Division
officers and information was collected from 152 dairy farms, about
11 per cent, of the total.
A report of this national survey
has now been published.*
The
findings show important differences
between W.A. and the Australian
average.
* Cronin, M.B.
Department
of
July, 1971.

Fate of calves survey.
Agriculture,
Victoria,
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• W.A. has more "heavy" breed
cows than the Australian average—
67 per cent, compared to 43 per
cent. (Item 3 in Table 2 ) .
• Only 10 per cent, of the dairy
cows in surveyed herds in W.A.
were mated to, or inseminated with
semen from, light breed dairy bulls.
(Australian average was 43.3 per
cent.; items 4 to 6.) Probably all
but 10 per cent, of the dairy calves
born in this State were suitable for
meat production.
• Less than 6 per cent, of dairy
calves born alive in W.A. were sold
for slaughter when less than 3 weeks
old. This is in marked contrast to
the Australian figure of 46.1 per
cent. (Item 11 ( a ) ) .
• More of the young calves changing hands in W.A. were intended
for rearing on for meat or dairying
than in other States. Almost onefifth of the calves born alive on survey farms in this State were sold for
further rearing. (Item 11 ( b ) ) .
This is open to some interpretation
as few farmers selling calves
through the saleyards knew whether
the purchaser intended them for
slaughter or rearing. However, the
ruling price for all of the heavier
breed steers was such that butchers
could not compete with the rearer.

a few days of birth and the industry
has made good use of dairy beef as
a sideline.
Beef calves
The survey looked further into the
method of rearing calves intended
for meat and the eventual age of
slaughter (Table 3) with the following results:—
• Multiple suckling of calves intended for beef is less popular in
W.A.—only 12.1 per cent, were
multiple suckled here compared to
the Australian average of 23.4 per
cent. (Item 2 (b) in Table 3). By
contrast, in N.S.W. almost 60 per
cent, of calves intended for beef
were multiple suckled. The usual
method is to place two and sometimes three calves with one cow and
mother-up either in a small yard or
by using neck chains. After a few
days the cow and calves are re-

leased in a paddock with others
similarly mothered-up.
• Most calves in W.A. are bucket
reared (Item 2 (c)). The survey
did not distinguish between bucket
and bucket-and-nipple feeding.
• Calves for slaughter tend to be
kept longer in W.A. This could be
associated with the method of rearing, bucket-reared calves generally
being on skim or reconstituted skim
milk and turned out on to pasture.
The rearing is not intensive, and
with a large proportion being
Friesian types, steers are not finished
until 2 years old. Many dairy farms
have surplus pasture which is used
for a beef sideline.
The dairy herd's value to the
beef industry
Surplus dairy calves and cull dairy
cows go straight to the meat industry." About 24,000 cull dairy

Friesian calves eating barley to
supplement a single daily ration
of reconstituted skim milk.
They are an excellent source
of beef.

• The percentage of heifers reared
on the farm as replacements (Item
14 (c)) was 38.9 per cent, in W.A.
compared to the Australian average of 31.2 per cent. As not more
than 30 per cent, should be required
to maintain herd numbers, this suggests either an unusually high culling
rate or that farmers were increasing
herd size. Herd size was increasing
and also some later selection was
probably intended on growth and
appearance with poorer milking
types intended for mating to beef
bulls to rear calves.
° More than 40 per cent, of dairy
calves born in Western Australia
were reared on the property for
beef. This is in marked contrast to
the Australian figure of less than 14
per cent. (Item 14 ( d ) ) .
W.A. dairy farmers have heavy
breed cows whose calves are suitable for rearing on for meat and
most calves are sired by a heavy
breed dairy bull or by a beef bull.
Few calves are slaughtered within
98605—2
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cows are slaughtered in W.A. each
year. It also provides surplus
heifers for mating to beef bulls as
the start of separate beef herds. Recently, Friesian bulls have been
used in beef herds to increase the
milking ability of the dam and so
give greater early growth of the
calves.
Dairy breeds suitable for meat

There is ample evidence that all
dairy breeds produce meat of acceptable taste and tenderness, although there is some prejudice
against the yellow fat of the Channel Island breeds. Pure lines of
Channel Island and Ayrshire breeds
do not gain weight as fast as heavier
breeds and are usually unpopular
with butchers, who expect a lower
dressing out percentage. For these
reasons there is little profit in rearing stra:ght lines of these breeds for
meat and surplus bull calves are
generally sold soon after birth.
Where these breeds are still common, the cows whose calves are not
needed as dairy replacements are
usually crossed to either Friesian
or Charolais, or to Hereford. The
number in W.A. is now so small
that crossing of Channel Island
breeds to Charolais will have little
overall effect in increasing beef supplies.
Little has been recorded of the
beef potent : al of the Australian
Illawarra Shorthorn (AIS), but
they have been popular for beef in
W.A. for many years, not only as
straight bred but also when crossed
with Herefords. Many of our beef
herds originated from AIS cows a
few generations ago.
Recognition and exploitation of
the beefing ability of Friesians has
been an outstanding world development in recent years. Research in
many countries has shown that
Friesians are capable of rapid
growth rates and high feed conversion efficiency and lean meat
production.
This is something
which the W.A. dairy farmer has
known for some time and has been
exploiting to use surplus pasture.
The beef potential on W.A. dairy
farms is being very well exploited,
with little slaughter of potentially
valuable meat animals as very young
calves.
78

T a b l e I — N u m b e r of d a i r y a n d b e e f cows i n W . A . , M a r c h 1971
Dairying
districts (a)

Cows and heifers over I year kept for milk production
Cows and heifers kept for meat production
Total cows o r heifers over I year
% kept for dairying purposes

135,466
252,518
387,984
35%

State

141,759
825,025
966,784

15%

(a) Dairying districts include the Perth and South-West Divisions together with
the Albany, Denmark and Pfantagenet Shires of the Southern Agricultural Division
and the Cluttering Shire of the Northern Agricultural Division.
T a b l e 2 — C o w a n d calf n u m b e r s o n survey f a r m s , 1968
W.A.

Cows milked on survey farms
" L i g h t " breed cows (Jersey, Guernsey, Ayrshire)
" H e a v y " breed cows (AIS, Friesian, D. Shorthorn)
Per cent heavy breed
Cows mated t o a light breed bull

5. Cows mated to a heavy breed bull
6. Cows (dairy) mated to a beef bull .
7. Cows calved
8. Calves born and alive after I day (As a per cent of cows
calved)
9. Calves which die between 1 and 21 days (As a per cent of
live calves born)
10. Calves killed on the farm (as a per cent of live calves born)
M. Calves sold under 3 weeks f o r —
(a) slaughter (as a per cent of live calves b o r n )
(b) rearing (as a per cent of live calves b o r n )
12. Calves disposed of in some other way (as a per cent of
live calves born)
13. Calves purchased under 3 weeks for—

(a) dairying
(b) beef
14. Calves reared on the survey farms—
(a) heifers for dairying:
(as a per cent of live calves born)
(as a per cent of cows which calve)

Australia

I0.S87
3,226
6,513
67%
1,119
10 0 %
7,673
63 9 %
4,861
21.1%
10,587

125,442

92.0%

94.6%

72,796
55,159

43%
59,312
43.3%
56,895
41.6%
20,674
15.1%
131,911

4-7%
0.9%

2.7%
1.2%

5.7%
19.2%

46.1%
6.8%

0.2%

0.2",,

364
755

1,146
2,126

38.9%
35.8%

(b) bulls for dairying (as a per cent of live calves born)

1 7°

31.2%
29.5%
1.4%

(c) calves f o r beef purposes (as a per cent of live calves
born)

40.6",,

13.8%

T a b l e 3 — M e t h o d of r e a r i n g on survey f a r m s a n d age of d i s p o s a l o f
beef calves
W.A.

1. Calves reared for beef
2. Method of rearing (as a per cent of I.)(a) single suckled
(b) multiple suckled
(c) bucket fed
(d) calfeteria fed

(e) other method
3. Method of disposal (as a per cent of I.)
(a) Sold f o r further rearing when aged aabboouutt::
4 months
8 months
12 months
18 months
24 months o r more
(b) Sold for slaughter when aged about
4 months
8 months
12 months
18 months
24 months
(c) Mortalities

Australia

4,247

17,205

10.9%
12.1",,
70.4%
2.5
4-t%

10.3%
23.4",,
61.8%
2.1",,
2.4%

1%
13%

8"„
9%

7%
2*\,
1%

7"„

13°/.

10%
12%
8%
12",,
20%
5%

10",,
8%
6%
36%

3"„

3%
6%
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